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JOHN BATCHELDER 
Conversations with Two lvans* 
The First Ivan: 
Let's say you have decided to take a fact finding trip to Moscow. This is how it 
might go. You leave Kennedy Airport the evening of February 13 on the weekly Aeroflat 
direct flight. Aeroflat is the Russian state airline. As you round the corner of the con-
necting ramp and enter the long but narrow plane body, you immediately sense that 
you are in a different world. The air smells dusty and vaguely of sweat. You trip slightly 
because of a roughly sewn patch on the carpet. Half of the passengers appear to be 
Russian. The Russians are mostly men between the ages of 45 and 65 dressed in 
grey/brown, shapeless suits. Most take off their jackets and hang them on the special 
hook on the seat in front. Some take off their shoes, as well. 
As you settle in your seat the Russians around you are talking excitedly among 
themselves. Like Latin peoples, Russians can talk and listen at the same time. When 
the plane gets airborn the cabin takes on the atmosphere of a workingman's bar. Vodka 
and cucumber slices are passed around, and the Russians naturally bring you into 
the conversation. 
"My name is Ivan;' the big Russian seated next to you says. "Most of us are 
Agricultural Engineers who have been to an international convention in Des Moines, 
Iowa!' "Actually;' he says pensively, "I was born a peasant. I grew up in a one-room 
cabin with four brothers and sisters, my mother, my father (until he went off to the 
Great Patriotic War and was killed at Stalingrad), two cousins and my grandmother. 
Our village had no water pump, no school, only dirt-mud paths for roads and only 
the simplest horsedrawn machines. 
"Conditions are much better now;' he continues. "Not like on your Iowa farms 
but much better. We now have tractors and wheat combines!' As an afterthought, 
Ivan adds, "The last night at the convention we were addressed by that great capitalist 
who is the Director of your Centipede Factory, the enterprise that makes your big, 
yellow tractors!' You are now getting used to Ivan's wrong choice of English words, 
so you translate "the Centipede Factory" into "the Caterpillar Corporation". 
The plane took off at about 8:30 New York time. The black night quickly turned 
into a dreary day; your body clock says it is just morning, but the loudspeaker an-
*This little story was my opening statement when I spoke to the "Great Decisions" forum at the Ford Museum auditorium the 
night of February 13, 1984. 
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n o u n c e s  t h a t  i t  i s  3 : 0 0  i n  t h e  a f t e r n o o n ,  a n d  t h a t  y o u  w i l l  s o o n  b e  a p p r o a c h i n g  M o s c o w .  
Y o u  l o o k  o u t  t h e  w i n d o w .  N o t h i n g  b u t  p i n e  t r e e s  a n d  s n o w .  T h i r t y  m i n u t e s  l a t e r  
a  f e w  w i n d y ,  o n e - l a n e  r o a d s  a p p e a r .  T h e n  a  p a v e d  t w o - l a n e  r o a d  a n d  l o w  b u i l d i n g s .  
N o w ,  t a l l  a p a r t m e n t  b u i l d i n g s  a n d  a  c i t y  o f  e i g h t  m i l l i o n  p e o p l e  e m e r g e s .  
" W h e r e  a r e  t h e  s u b u r b s ? "  y o u  a s k  I v a n .  
H e  l a u g h s  a t  y o u r  q u e s t i o n  a n d  l a u n c h e s  i n t o  a  g e o g r a p h y  l e s s o n .  " T h e  U S S R  i s  
a  t w o - c o n t i n e n t  c o u n t r y ,  2 1 J z  t i m e s  t h e  s i z e  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ; '  h e  t e l l s  y o u .  " B u t ,  
w e  o n l y  h a v e  4 0  m i l l i o n  m o r e  p e o p l e .  M o s t  o f  o u r  c o u n t r y  i s  i n  t h e  l a t i t u d e s  o f  C a n a d a  
a n d  A l a s k a  a n d  i s  t h i n l y  p o p u l a t e d .  M o s c o w ,  L e n i n g r a d ,  K i e v  a n d  t h e  f e w  o t h e r  c i t i e s  
a r e  t h u s  u r b a n  o a s e s  i n  t h e  f o r e s t s  a n d  s t e p p e s : '  
H e  g o e s  o n  t o  t e l l  y o u  t h a t  t h e  U S S R  i s  l i k e  a  h u g e  r e c t a n g l e  t h a t  s t r e t c h e s  w e s t -
e a s t ,  a  d i s t a n c e  e q u a l  t o  f l y i n g  f r o m  S a n  F r a n c i s c o  t o  L o n d o n ,  E n g l a n d .  " L o o k  a t  
a  w o r l d  g l o b e  s o m e t i m e ; '  h e  s a y s ,  " a n d  s e e  h o w  t h e  U S S R  g o e s  a l m o s t  h a l f  w a y  a r o u n d : '  
H e  p r o n o u n c e s  i t  " w o r l d  g l o b " .  O n  r e f l e c t i o n  y o u  d e c i d e  t h a t  h e  w a s n ' t  t h a t  f a r  o f f .  
" T h e  U S S R ; '  h e  c o n t i n u e s ,  " s p a n s  e l e v e n  t i m e  z o n e s .  W h e n  w e  l a n d  I  w i l l  p h o n e  
m y  b r o t h e r  w h o  i s  a n  e l e c t r i c a l  e n g i n e e r  i n  V l a d i v o s t o k .  W h e n  w e  a r e  a b o u t  t o  h a n g  
u p  h e  w i l l  s a y  ' G o o d  n i g h t ,  I v a n :  I  w i l l  s a y  t o  h i m  ' H a v e  a  n i c e  d a y ,  b r o t h e r :  T h e n  
I  w i l l  s i t  d o w n  t o  s u p p e r ,  a n d  h e  w i l l  s i t  d o w n  t o  t o m o r r o w ' s  b r e a k f a s t .  
" I  l o v e  m y  c o u n t r y ; '  s a y s  I v a n ,  w i t h  a  d e e p  s i g h .  T h e r e  i s  d a m p n e s s  i n  h i s  e y e s .  
" B u t ,  w e  h a v e  p r o b l e m s  b e c a u s e  o f  o u r  v a s t n e s s .  G o d  g a v e  u s  a l l  k i n d s  o f  r i c h e s :  g o l d ,  
d i a m o n d s ,  z i n c ,  m a n g a n e s e ,  n i c k l e ,  o i l .  O i l : ' ,  h e  s a y s  a g a i n ,  " T e n  y e a r s  a g o  o u r  p a t r i o t i c  
g e o l o g i s t s  t o l d  u s  t h a t  t h e r e  w e r e  o i l  r e s e r v e s  i n  S i b e r i a  e a s t  o f  t h e  U r a l  M o u n t a i n s .  
T h e n  t h e y  e x p l o r e d  f a r t h e r  a n d  t o l d  u s  t h a t  t h e  r e s e r v e s  w e r e  l a k e s .  N o w  t h e y  t e l l  
u s  t h e  l a k e s  a r e  a n  o c e a n .  S i b e r i a  i s  f l o a t i n g  o n  o i l ; '  h e  s a y s ,  b o b b i n g  i n  h i s  s e a t  l i k e  
h e  w a s  i n  a  b o a t .  
" B u t ,  w h e n  G o d  g a v e  u s  t h e s e  r i c h e s ,  h e  p l a y e d  a  g a m e  w i t h  u s .  A s  i n  a n  E a s t e r  
e g g  h u n t ,  h e  h i d  t h e m  i n  r e m o t e  a n d  u n e x p e c t e d  p l a c e s : '  
" A r e  y o u  r e l i g i o u s ? " ,  y o u  a s k  I v a n .  
" N o ,  I ' m  a n  a t h e i s t " ,  h e  r e p l i e s ,  l o o k i n g  a t  y o u  w i t h  h i s  b r o w  w r i n k l e d .  " W h y  d o  
y o u  a s k ? "  
Y o u  w a v e  y o u r  h a n d  a n d  l e t  t h e  m a t t e r  p a s s .  
" Y o u  s e e ; '  I v a n  g o e s  o n  w i t h  h i s  g e o g r a p h y  l e s s o n ,  " t h e  g r e a t  S o v i e t  l a n d  m a s s  i s  
t i p p e d  · n o r t h .  O u r  m a j e s t i c  m o u n t a i n s  a r e  o n  o u r  s o u t h e r n  b o r d e r ,  s o  t h e  m i g h t y  
S i b e r i a n  r i v e r s  r u n  n o r t h  i n t o  t h e  A r c t i c  O c e a n .  F o r  s i x  m o n t h s  o f  t h e  y e a r  t h e  r i v e r  
m o u t h s  a r e  f r o z e n ,  a n d  t h e  w a t e r  b a c k s  u p  i n t o  h u g e  m a r s h e s  t h e  s i z e  o f  T e x a s .  
" A l s o ,  i n  t h e  w i n t e r  o u r  w e a t h e r  c o m e s  f r o m  t h e  A r c t i c ;  i n  t h e  s u m m e r  f r o m  t h e  
d e s e r t s  a n d  t h e  m o u n t a i n s .  W h a t  w e  w o u l d n ' t  g i v e  f o r  y o u r  G r e a t  L a k e s : '  
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Ivan sighs, "In the short summer thaw the mosquitoes and the gnats swarm so thickly 
they can drive you mad. They can blind you. If you get too many of them in your 
lungs, you can suffocate:' 
Ivan talks on as the plane descends. "We have another serious problem that is part 
geographical and part historical. Our boundaries in the west, south and east have 
few natural barriers. Thus, we have been invaded and overrun too many times: 
Mongols, Tatars, Persians, Turks, Swedes, Poles, Napoleon's French, the Germans twice 
in the twentieth century. In those instances when we turned back the invader it was 
because we could retreat and let General Winter and Colonel Cold take their toll. 
"To give us these buffer lands we have united along our borders peoples of diverse 
ethnic backgrounds. Some of these border peoples you know about, for example, the 
Estonians, the Latvians, the Lithuanians and the Ukrainians:' 
Ivan's eyes flash as he now remembers and says, "Joseph Stalin, like your Jimmy 
Carter, was a Georgian. 
"The Muslim peoples in our Central Asian Republics are the most troublesome 
because of their high birth rate:' Without much enthusiasm Ivan says, "We Russians 
will have to learn how to share power with our ethnic groups the way you Anglo-
Americans have to learn how to share power with your Blacks and Hispanics. 
The Second Ivan: 
On your first morning in Moscow, February 15, you wake up to the roar of five 
snowplows which, like wheat combines, are in tandem, pushing away the night's eight-
inch accumulation of snow. 
By the time you have eaten breakfast and are on your way to your morning ap-
pointment, it is ten o'clock, and the sun is now up, a cold, pale sun just over the 
east-south horizon. It looks like a misplaced winter moon. 
You scurry through the frost and the heavily padded pedestrians, past kerchiefed 
women using twig brooms to sweep the sidewalk bare of snow. You go down into 
the subway tunnel. The station is clean and decorated in polished marble. The train 
comes immediately, and 20 minutes later you emerge above ground across the city 
in front of the heavy stone building that houses the Institute of North American 
Affairs, the Politburo think tank on what is going on in the United States. There 
you are introduced to Ivan, the Institute's 35-year-old Assistant Director. 
You notice immediately that this Ivan is confident and intelligent. He is cordial, 
but not warm like the Ivan on the plane. There is something else about this Ivan 
that is unsettling. His English, or rather, his American is perfect. No, not perfect either 
because it is colloquial. 
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" M y  G o d ; '  y o u  s a y  t o  y o u r s e l f .  " H e  s o u n d s  l i k e  m y  b r o t h e r !  H e  e v e n  l o o k s  l i k e  
m y  b r o t h e r : '  
I v a n  s e n s e s  y o u r  u n e a s e .  H e  t e l l s  y o u  t h a t  h i s  f a t h e r ,  a  j o u r n a l i s t ,  w a s  a n  e a r l y  c o n -
v e r t  t o  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n ;  a n d ,  s i n c e  h e  w a s  l i t e r a t e  a n d  e d u c a t e d ,  h e  w a s  t a k e n  i n t o  
t h e  f o r e i g n  s e r v i c e .  I v a n  t e l l s  y o u  t h a t  w h e n  h e  w a s  a  b o y ,  h i s  f a t h e r  w a s  a  s e n i o r  
d i p l o m a t  a t  t h e  U n i t e d  N a t i o n s .  " S o ; '  I v a n  s a y s ,  " I  g r e w  u p  i n  N e w  Y o r k  C i t y  w h e r e  
I  w e n t  t o  A m e r i c a n  s c h o o l s  a n d  h a d  A m e r i c a n  f r i e n d s : '  
T h e  p u r p o s e  o f  y o u r  m e e t i n g  w i t h  t h i s  I v a n  i s  t o  d i s c u s s  S o v i e t - U . S .  r e l a t i o n s .  " L e t ' s  
s t a r t  w i t h  a  r e v i e w  o f  h i s t o r y ; '  I v a n  s u g g e s t s .  
" F i n e ; '  y o u  s a y ,  n o t  e x p e c t i n g  a n y  s u r p r i s e s  h e r e .  Y o u  w e r e  g o o d  i n  h i s t o r y  i n  h i g h  
s c h o o l ,  a n d  y o u  g o t  a n  " N '  i n  W e s t e r n  C i v i l i z a t i o n s  y o u r  f r e s h m a n  y e a r  i n  c o l l e g e .  
I v a n  b e g i n s .  " Y o u r  A m e r i c a n  h i s t o r y  p r o f e s s o r s  h a v e  b e e n  a r g u i n g  f o r  y e a r s  o v e r  
t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  ' W h o  s t a r t e d  t h e  c o l d  w a r ? ' .  T o  m e ,  t h i s  i s  a  s i l l y  q u e s t i o n .  H o s t i l i t y  
b e t w e e n  t h e  c a p i t a l i s t s  a n d  t h e  c o m m u n i s t s ,  t h e  U . S .  a n d  t h e  n e w  R u s s i a ,  b e g a n  
a u t o m a t i c a l l y  a n d  i m m e d i a t e l y .  O f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  c a p i t a l i s t s  w o u l d  n e v e r  c e d e  p o w e r  t o  
t h e  c o m m u n i s t s  w i t h o u t  a  f i g h t .  A n d  f i g h t  y o u  d i d : '  
I v a n  e x p l a i n s ,  " I n  1 9 1 7 ,  a s  a  j u n i o r  p a r t n e r  t o  t h e  A n g l o - F r e n c h  e f f o r t  t o  o v e r t h r o w  
o u r  r e v o l u t i o n ,  P r e s i d e n t  W i l s o n  s e n t  9 , 0 0 0  A m e r i c a n  s o l d i e r s  i n t o  A r c h a n g e l  a n d  
M u r m a n s k : '  
" I  d i d n ' t  k n o w  t h a t ; '  y o u  s a y .  
I v a n  n o d s  s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y  t o w a r d  y o u r  i g n o r a n c e .  H e  s a y s ,  " S e v e r a l  y e a r s  a g o  t h e r e  
w a s  a  C B S  T V  s p e c i a l  a b o u t  y o u r  i n t e r v e n t i o n  i n  t h e  R u s s i a n  C i v i l  W a r .  I t  w a s  c a l l e d  
T h e  F o r g o t t e n  W a r : '  I v a n  a d d s ,  " M a n y  o f  t h e  s o l d i e r s  w h o  f o u g h t ,  f r o z e  a n d  d i e d  f i g h t i n g  
o u r  R e d  A r m y  w e r e  f r o m  M i c h i g a n .  L o o k  i t  u p  w h e n  y o u  g e t  b a c k  t o  t h e  s t a t e s : '  
I v a n  g o e s  o n .  " F a i l i n g  t o  s t r a n g l e  t h e  n e w  R u s s i a  a t  i t s  b i r t h ,  y o u  A m e r i c a n s  t r i e d  
t o  i s o l a t e  u s .  T h e  A m e r i c a n  g o v e r n m e n t s  w o u l d  n o t  r e c o g n i z e  u s  a s  a  p o w e r  u n t i l  
1 9 3 3 .  W e l l ,  i n  1 9 3 3  y o u r  c a p i t a l i s t  s y s t e m  w a s  i n  a n o t h e r  d e e p  d e p r e s s i o n ,  a n d  y o u  
h o p e d  t h a t  w e  w o u l d  h e l p  y o u  o u t  o f  y o u r  s l u m p : '  
I v a n  p a u s e s .  Y o u  c a n  a l m o s t  s e e  h i s  m i n d  t u r n i n g  p a g e s .  
H e  b e g i n s  a g a i n .  " W h e n  H i t l e r  a t t a c k e d  t h e  U S S R  o n  J u n e  2 2 ,  1 9 4 1 ,  t h e  l e a d e r s  
o f  t h e  U . S .  g l o a t e d .  A  S e n a t o r  f r o m  M i s s o u r i ,  a  H a r r y  S .  T r u m a n ,  o f f e r e d  t h i s  c o m m e n t :  
' I f  w e  s e e  t h a t  G e r m a n y  i s  w i n n i n g ,  w e  o u g h t  t o  h e l p  t h e  R u s s i a n s .  I f  R u s s i a  
i s  w i n n i n g ,  w e  o u g h t  t o  h e l p  G e r m a n y .  T h a t  w a y  l e t  t h e m  k i l l  a s  m a n y  a s  p o s s i -
b l e : "  
I v a n  c o n t i n u e s ,  " W h e n  t h e  U . S .  d i d  g e t  i n t o  t h e  w a r ,  t h e  A n g l o - A m e r i c a n  p o l i c y  
w a s  t o  d e l a y  a t  t h e  e x p e n s e  o f  t h e  R u s s i a n s .  W e  b e g g e d  y o u  t o  o p e n  a  s e c o n d  f r o n t  
26 
when we had our backs on the bank of the Volga at Stalingrad. Instead, you landed 
in North Africa. Since you couldn't invade North Africa and France at the same 
time, this told the Nazis that they could redeploy their armies in France to the Rus-
sian front:' Again you say nothing. 
"When your cross-channel landing finally did come, in June 1944, we Russians had 
already stopped the Germans and were pushing them out of eastern Europe. This 
may sound ungrateful to you;' Ivan says, "but we see the D-Day landing as Anti-
Russian. Its purpose was to stop the Red Army as far east as possible:' 
"What about lend-lease?" you ask. 
"Too little, too late;' Ivan replies. "You were not our ally during World War II;' he 
adds. "We just happened to be fighting a common enemy. What assistance you gave 
us was in your own self-interest. 
"Do you know what our comparative war deaths were?" he asks. He answers his 
own question. "We had 20 million killed. You Americans, in the five years between 
December, 1941 and August, 1945, lost 300,000. We Russians lost about that many 
just in the 900-day Siege of Leningrad. 
"As for material destruction;' he continues, "we lost 40 percent of our cities and 
40 percent of our production capacity. Our former Premier, Nikita Khruschev, was 
a crude man, but he expressed the gut feeling of most Russians when he said: 
'The U.S. Capitalists were getting fat during World War II, while the USSR was 
being destroyed: " 
It is now after 12:30, and Ivan invites you to have lunch with him in the Institute's 
cafeteria. It is simple but good food. Over lunch Ivan chats about the good and bad 
aspects of life in New York and Moscow. He is more relaxed now, but you are still 
a bit shaken by his "history lecture" which showed the U.S. to be mean, sinister and 
unreliable. 
Ivan then gets serious again, but this time he is gentle. "When you get home re-
read and re-think U.S.-Soviet history. This time include some Soviet sources in your 
reading. I know that our standard Russian history books are distorted:' he says, "but 
I also think that your American history books are warped:' 
After lunch you have a shorter session with Ivan to talk about the present stage 
in the U.S.-USSR conflict. 
You ask Ivan, "What are you committed to?" 
He replies, "We communists, like you capitalists, are also missionaries. We, too, want 
to make the world a better place. You don't trust us;' he adds. "But, I hope the morn-
ing history lesson shows you that we have reasons to distrust you also. Still, peaceful 
cohabitatio: 
think of th 
Ivan goes 
men, and \1 
understand 
"How do 
"For start 
West Germ 
When yo 
the afterno< 
much colde 
a d ,  y o u  l a n d e d  
c e  a t  t h e  s a m e  
x e  t o  t h e  R u s -
· e  R u s s i a n s  h a d  
1  E u r o p e .  T h i s  
: 1 d i n g  a s  A n t i -
l i e : '  
J r l d  W a r  I I ; '  h e  
t a n c e  y o u  g a v e  
1 e  a n s w e r s  h i s  
y e a r s  b e t w e e n  
o u t  t h a t  m a n y  
o u r  c i t i e s  a n d  
: h r u s c h e v ,  w a s  
e n  h e  s a i d :  
e  U S S R  w a s  
t  t h e  I n s t i t u t e ' s  
g o o d  a n d  b a d  
u t  y o u  a r e  s t i l l  
m ,  s i n i s t e r  a n d  
u  g e t  h o m e  r e -
; o u r c e s  i n  y o u r  
; •  h e  s a y s ,  " b u t  
e  p r e s e n t  s t a g e  
.  W e ,  t o o ,  w a n t  
. o p e  t h e  m o r n -
,  S t i l l ,  p e a c e f u l  
2 7  
c o h a b i t a t i o n  b e t w e e n  u s  i s  b o t h  p o s s i b l e  a n d  v i t a l l y  n e c e s s a r y ; '  h e  s a y s .  H e r e  y o u  
t h i n k  o f  t h e  f i r s t  I v a n  a n d  h i s  " w o r l d  g l , , b : '  
I v a n  g o e s  o n .  " O u r  t w o  g r e a t  n a t i o n s  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  c o m p e t e  f o r  t h e  m i n d s  o f  
m e n ,  a n d  w e  w i l l  n e v e r  a g r e e  a b o u t  e n d s .  W i t h  e f f o r t ,  h o w e v e r ,  a n d  s o m e  m u t u a l  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  w e  c a n  a g r e e  o n  t h e  r u l e s  o f  t h i s  c o m p e t i t i o n : '  
" H o w  d o  w e  b e g i n  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  o n e  a n o t h e r ? "  y o u  a s k .  
" F o r  s t a r t e r s ; '  I v a n  a n s w e r s ,  " s t o p  c a l l i n g  u s  d e v i l s  a n d  t h u g s .  Y o u  d o n ' t  j u d g e  t h e  
W e s t  G e r m a n s  b y  H i t l e r .  W h y  d o  y o u  c o n t i n u e  t o  j u d g e  u s  R u s s i a n s  b y  S t a l i n ? "  
W h e n  y o u  l e a v e  I v a n  a n d  t h e  I n s t i t u t e  o f  N o r t h  A m e r i c a n  A f f a i r s ,  i t  i s  3 : 3 0  i n  
t h e  a f t e r n o o n .  T h e  s u n  i s  r a c i n g  f o r  t h e  s o u t h w e s t  c o r n e r  o f  t h e  h o r i z o n .  C a n  i t  g e t  
m u c h  c o l d e r ,  y o u  w o n d e r ?  
